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Field Notes:

May 13, 2002

Are my magnolia trees ill?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Most local magnolias, and many other evergreens too, are looking a little “under the
weather” lately. We have received several calls from homeowners who are concerned that their
prized magnolias may be ailing. In almost all cases, the trees are perfectly healthy; they are only
shedding old leaves and growing new ones. Evergreen plants lose their leaves, too. Many
evergreen plants like magnolias shed their older leaves as the new leaves come in the spring.
This is a natural process that takes place every year, however in some years like this it seems that
almost all of the older leaves are being replaced.
Despite the name evergreen, the individual leaves on these plants do not last forever.
Older, mature leaves die and new leaves take their place. In nature (in a forest situation), these
older leaves fall to the forest floor. The older leaves are recycled, forming beneficial mulch for
the plant roots. Then they decompose, becoming part of the soil and releasing valuable nutrients
for the plants from which they fell. But many homeowners not familiar with this process
become concerned as some of their landscape plants go through this process.
Common evergreen plants that drop their older leaves as the new growth develops include
Southern magnolias, azaleas, gardenias, some types of holly and certain species of evergreen and
semi-evergreen trees. Pines also do this, at times losing so many needles that the tree may
appear to be dying. Always look at the end of each branch for new buds that are already growing

new leaves; this is the same for virtually all evergreens.
Many of the older, mature leaves on magnolias will turn yellow, appear to be drooping,
and begin falling as the new foliage emerges. These plants have essentially been dormant during
the cold winter months even though they remained green. As the temperature warms and day
length increases, the plants begin to produce new leaves. These new, young leaves use most of
the available water and nutrients, causing the older leaves to turn yellow and start falling. This
period of leaf-drop can continue for several weeks. When the plants are stressed from dry
weather, construction damage, lawn herbicides, and other factors, a larger number of leaves may
fall. But, as long as the new growth looks healthy, the plants will be fine.
I have seen magnolia trees in landscapes and in the woods that look as if they are about to
die during this shedding process. There is a complex process going on in these trees during the
spring and early summer. Since magnolia leaves may stay on the tree for several years, the tree
must “decide” when to replace them. A biochemical reaction determines when the old leaves are
no longer capable of producing enough sugars for the tree, so they are replaced. The tree cannot
support all the new leaves and the older ones too, so the old ones are shed.
As the new leaves form and grow to full size, and a sufficient amount of older leaves
have fallen, the top of the plant will reach a balance with the root system and will again appear
normal. Good water management is the best thing to provide a plant during this time. Too much
nitrogen fertilizer can force the plant to produce more leaves than it can support, further stressing
the plant, so just leave the tree alone except for supplying water during dry periods.
A further complication with leaf drop is that individual magnolia trees differ in shape, leaf
size, stress tolerance, and adaptation to local conditions. Because of this individuality, trees in
the same landscape may not appear alike, further adding to the idea that some trees may be in

trouble while others are not. Always look for new buds and terminal growth; this is the only way
to be sure. So far this spring, I have not seen a magnolia that is really in trouble; all of the “sick”
trees are just putting on new leaves. The only negative effect may be that since the tree has used
much of its stored food reserves in growing new leaves, fewer blooms may be produced this
year. Isn’t it amazing how nature works?

